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ON  CHLOROFORM  IN  ITS  MEDICO-LEGAL  BEARINGS. 


Somewhat  in  continuation  of  previous  remarks  on  the  use  of  antes- 
thetics  in  London  practice,  I would  wish  to  draw  attention  in  a 
little  space  to  a few  reeent  cases  where  what  we  may  term  the 
medico-legal  aspect  or  bearing  of  chloroform  had  assumed  a rather 
serious  form  or  character  owing  to  the  inconsequence  or  ignorance 
of  police-officers  and  juries  as  to  the  exaet  action  of  that  agent. 
The  nitrogen  protoxide  or  “ laughing  gas,”  as  I had  anticipated  in 
my  last  communication  to  the  Edinburgh  Medical  Journal^  has  out- 
stripped’ all  other  anaesthetics  for  short  operations,  but  for  long 
operations  surgeons  must  fall  back  on  chloroform.  Chloroform,  in 
its  medico-legal  aspect,  is  a new  subject  of  vast  and  growing 
importance ; what  confusion  of  ideas  or  syncope  may  happen 
where  it  has  not  been  used ; what  as  to  its  suddenness  of  aetion, 
what  marks  it  leaves  after  death,  etc.  A case  has  occurred  this 
year  where  a young  surgeon  (to  the  entire  ruin  of  his  business  for 
a time)  was  committed  to  prison  by  a magistrate  on  the  popular 
suspicion  of  a police  constable  and  the  loose  information  of  a weak 
emotional  girl,  on  the  grievous  charge  of  rape,  supposed  to  be  com- 
mitted under  chloroform,  but  where  eommon  syncope  during  the 
introduction  of  a vaginal  speculum  for  a proper  speculum  examina- 
tion had,  in  point  of  fact,  given  rise  to  mere  confusion  of  ideas  on 
the  part  of  the  prosecutrix,  and  this  grievous  charge  against  the 
surgeon.  The  question  was  very  grave,  and  employed  a judge  and 
jury  for  eight  hours.  This  impressionable  girl  could  neither  read 
nor  write,  but  had  often  heard  that  chloroform  acts  in  the  twinkling 
of  an  eye.  She  had  been  accused  by  her  friends  of  some  sexual 
familiarity  with  a young  man  of  loose  habits,  and  to  elear  her 
character  her  father  brought  her  to  the  surgeon  to  make  a full 
examination  so  as  to  ascertain  whether  she  was  diseased  or  not ; 
the  father,  it  may  be  added,  all  the  time  sitting  waiting  for  her  in 
an  outer  surgery  or  room,  separated  only  by  a glass  door  from  the 
apartment  where  the  alleged  crime  was  committed  ; the  house  itself, 
one  of  the  smallest  of  the  very  many  small  houses  that  abound  in 
the  suburbs  of  London.  Tt  is  almost  incredible,  as  more  than 
hinted  by  the  able  judge  who  tried  the  case,  that  on  the  first  hear- 
ing the  detail  the  police  magistrate  did  not  dismiss  it,  or  at  least 
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did  not  allow  tlie  young  man  out  on  bail ; and  it  is  on  this  aspect  of 
the  question,  and  this  alone,  of  imprisonment,  that  I would  beg  to 
bring  it  under  notice  of  the  more  calm  members  of  the  profession. 

Thackeray  the  novelist,  Mrs  Wood,  and  others,  in  their  romances, 
have  led  juries  and  the  public  to  believe  that  chloroform  acts  sud- 
denly, like  a flash  of  lightning,  in  a moment — that  a man  has  only 
to  open  a bottle  of  chloroform,  or  present  a handkercief  with  a few 
drops  on  it,a^  a person,  and, as  if  by  electric  shock  or  magic,  his  senses 
are  taken  away.  This  may  appear  absurd ; but  then  we  are  living 
at  a time  when  people  believe  in  table-turning,  spirit-rapping,  and 
so  of  impossibilities  of  chloroform.  This  young  woman  prosecuting 
in  this  instance,  had  in  truth  shown  some  signs  of  faintness  as  the 
speculum  was  being  passed,  partly  from  alarm  and  mental  anxiety 
at  the  charge  brought  against  her  by  her  father  and  friends,  and 
partly  from  accident  not  uncommon  in  vaginal  or  speculum  exami- 
nations, that  of  fainting.  The  surgeon  instinctively  went  in  search  of 
and  obtained  some  smelling  salts,  asked  her  to  smell  them,  shaking 
the  bottle,  as  she  said,  when  she  went  off  insensible.  We  have 
here  the  confusion  of  ideas  of  the  prosecutrix,  and  the  helpless  con- 
fusion of  the  jury  and  prosecution  to  disentangle.  The  prosecuting 
counsel  set  up  a hypothesis  that  the  smelling  salts  was  chloroform 
(though  the  surgeon’s  assistant  swore  positively  that  the  bottle  con- 
taining smelling  salts  had  not  been  taken  out  of  the  room  till  the 
police  obtained  it).  The  unhappy  girl  deposed  positively  to  the  com- 
mission of  the  crime,  at  least  after  her  own  impressions  of  what  had 
occurred.  At  one  moment  she  led  the  jury  to  believe  she  had  been 
rendered  suddenly  insensible  by  the  bottle  “ presented  at  her;”  then 
that  though  insensible  and  faint,  she  knew  still  and  felt  the  feloni- 
ous assault  made  on  her,  swore  positively  to  the  surgeon’s  dress 
disarranged  as  he  turned  his  back  to  go  out  to  the  outer  surgery  for 
the  salts ; and  all  this  took  place  in  about  ten  minutes  at  farthest, 
and  two  other  patients  had  come  into  the  outer  surgery  to  get  ad- 
vice even  during  that  interval. 

The  prosecuting  barrister,  a very  acute  reasoner,  held  to  his 
hypothesis  with  wonderful  tenacity ; the  police  assuring  the  jury 
that  such  nervous  girls,  as  a rule,  are  in  the  twinkling  of  an  eye 
rendered  insensible  by  chloroform,  and  very  much  quicker  than 
other  patients.  Stress  was  laid  on  some  slight  bruising  of  the  ex- 
ternal parts  in  the  girl,  especially  before  the  police  magistrate ; 
stupes  and  fomentations  had  been  prescribed  (if  necessary  to  be 
used,  but  not  necessary),  all  helping  the  proof  that  violence  had 
been  committed  by  tlie  prisoner  at  the  bar. 

The  case  was  obviously  a very  grave  and  grievous  one.  Mr 
Poland,  the  eminent  surgeon  at  Guy’s,  gave  evidence,  agreed  en- 
tirely with  wliat  I had  previously  deposed,  that  in  cases  of  mucous 
discharge  from  the  os  uteri  or  suspected  discharge,  it  was  quite 
right  to  liave  used  the  speculum.  TJiat  from  alarm  and  anxiety 
tlie  girl  had  got  confused  ideas  ; had  partly  fainted  ; tliat  the 
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bruising  of  the  parts  was  slight,  and  due  to  the  speculum  ; that  it 
was  against  all  his  experience  at  Gruy  s,  as  against  mine,  that  ner- 
vous f’‘U'ls  are  in  the  twinkling  of  an  oye  rendered  insensrble  by 
chloroform,  that  as  a matter  of  fact  they  were  the  persons  most 
diflScult  to  be  brought  under  its  influence,  without  delay  and 
struggle  of  several  minutes. 

I am  sorry  to  say^  during  two  hours  that  the  jury  a plain  set  of 
shoemakers,  tailors,  stablemen,  blacksmiths  took  to  decide  what 
was  this  syncope  under  the  use  of  the  speculum,  and  whether  ner- 
vous girls  in  the  twinkling  of  an  eye  are  rendered  insensible  quicker 
than  others, — in  the  two  hours  the  jury  took  to  decide  whether  this 
hapless  young  man  should  be  transported  to  a penal  settlement  for 
five  or  seven  years,  his  family  ruined,  his  practice  broken  up  the 
rival  doctors  in  court  had  decided  that  the  case  was  too  plain  against 
the  prisoner.  One  eminent  medical  reporter  or  journalist,  whose 
views  were  since  adopted  in  a paragi-aph  as  tp  “ Good  Advice  ” in 
a weekly  medical,  contended,  as  a piece  of  wit,  that  he  would  find 
him  ‘‘  Xot  Guilty,”  but  with  a caution  never  to  be  guilty  again. 
The  prosecuting  hamster  ingeniously  took  advantage  of  all  this 
confusion  of  opinion,  still  holding  that  the  girl’s  depositions  were 
unshaken,  and,  taking  advantage  of  what  I had  said  as  to  the  effect 
of  an  imperfect  dose  of  chloroform  leaving  the  girl’s  mind  partly 
unclouded,  he  contended  that  this  explained  the  case  quite  clearly. 

The  learned  judge,  in  his  charge,  ridiculed  the  hypothesis  as  to 
chloroform,  showed  the  jury  that  it  was  a popular  or  police-office 
fancy  ; and  the  “ good  advice  ” he  gave  the  prisoner  was,  as  to  the 
speculum,  the  danger  of  its  introduction  being  liable  to  be  mistaken 
by  ignorant  emotional  females,  thus  bringing  surgeons  to  trouble. 
This  prisoner,  standing  part  of  the  trial  alongside  an  alleged  Chelsea 
murderer  in  a sensationalistic  crowded  court,  with  a nasty  trial  of 
men  in  women’s  clothes  going  on  by  fits  and  starts,  the  judge  pitied 
very  much ; and,  on  letting  him  out  of  the  dock,  advised  him  never 
to  use  the  speculum  again  without  a third  party  present;  as 
amongst  illiterate  young  women,  guided  by  their  wild  sensations, 
novel  readings,  and  popular  fancies  (possibly  their  interests,  where 
they  wished  to  shift  the  paternity  of  a child  on  to  the  surgeon),  he 
was  never  safe ; and  specially  so,  if,  as  in  this  case,  he  and  the 
young  woman  were  for  a considerable  time  together,  and  confusion 
of  ideas  and  faintness  had  supervened.  The  case  is  one  in  every 
way  of  large  importance,  suggesting  many  facts  and  dangers  for  the 
medical  man;  for,  indeed,  as  the  learned  judge  said  with  much  solemn 
pity,  no  man  using  a speculum  without  a third  party  present  is  safe. 

Have  we  any,  and  what,  indications  medico-legal,  in  an  alleged 
death  from  chloroform,  suicidal  or  other,  that  chloroform  has 
been  used?  Have  we  any  constant  quantity  on  which  we  may 
build  or  depend  before  a jury?  I think  there  are,  at  least,  some 
four  or  five  points  of  importance  very  well  settled. 

Dr  Ptichardson,  adopting  now  the  views  of  Lallemand,  Perin,  and 
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Duroy,  that  I have  held  for  many  years,  has  quite  recently  admitted 
at  last  that  the  right  side  of  the  heart  is  the  chief  weak  point;  his  fur- 
ther supposition  that  there  would  be  varicose  veins,  etc.,  is  a purely 
theoretic  application  of  a hypothesis  that  practice  does  not  unfor- 
tunately hear  out ; for,  as  a rule,  of  near  400  accidents  now  collect- 
ing from  chloroform,  the  patients  were  in  rude  health ; nor  is  his 
idea  of  a very  helpful  nature,  tliat  there  will  be  always  a certain 
number  of  chloroform  deaths,  because  there  is  now  a certain  number 
or  percentage  even  in  the  best  regulated  hospitals.  Blood  coagulates, 
says  Kichardson,  because  it  does  coagulate ; that  is  the  amount  of 
our  knowledge  ; chloroform  kills,  because  it  does  kill.  Tiy  voltaic 
narcotism  or  ethylo-methylic  ether.  It  is  always  a step  in  advance 
in  the  progression  of  knowledge  to  admit  our  ignorance ; and,  like 
Pythagoras,  who  made  the  world  out  of  cubes  and  quantities,  this 
school  would  have  it  that  there  is  always  a number  of  deaths,  and 
must  be.  This  is  the  pervading  impression  now  in  London ; and 
that,  therefore,  in  medico-legal  trials,  we  practically  know  nothing 
about  chloroform.  I cannot  see  it  in  this  light.  I have  studied, 
with  my  finger  on  the  pulse,  and  watching  the  resjuration  and 
action  of  the  heart,  now  over  ten  thousand  patients  during  chlo- 
roform administration.  I have  never,  in  that  number,  seen  a case  of 
actual  death,  though  I may  have  helped  in  preventing  it  in  fifty 
cases.  The  human  soul,  said  Pythagoras,  is  a fatality  or  fate  of 
figures.  So  is  virtue  ; and  lawyer’s  justice  is  now  three,  then  six, 
sometimes  nine,  but  always  a certain  harmonic  quantity,  figure,  num- 
ber, or  percentage.  But  this  does  not  help  us  much.  I have  seen 
no  actual  death,  during  the  death-struggle;  but  I have  seen  at  least 
eight  where  I was  asked  to  the  inquest,  and  watched  the  post-mortem 
examinations.  There  is  a right  use  of  figures,  and  there  is  a wrong  one. 

I believe,  rather,  the  deaths  are  all  typical,  of  one  or  at  least  two 
patterns ; the  right  side  of  the  heart  alioays  engorged^  when  the 
post-mortem  is  made  in  the  same  manner,  that  of  examining  the 
pericardium  and  its  contents  first.  A table  of  cases  in  the  Bntish 
Medical  Journal  this  year  is  only  misleading,  as  the  autopsy  in 
some  cases  was  made  by  opening  the  head  for  brain  disease  first, 
letting  the  veins  drain  away,  or  taking  the  lungs  out  first,  and 
stomach.  Fatty  heart,  too,  is  not  common  in  vigorous  adults ; and 
in.  more  than  one  case  where  I was  invited  to  be  present  at  a post- 
mortem in  hospital,  a totally  erroneous  statement  was  sent  by  the 
operating  student  to  the  newspapers,  copied  into  the  medical  week- 
lies, as  to  “ fatty  heart.”  While  tlie  mode  of  reasoning,  that  as 
there  is  a fixed  number  of  cases  of  fatty  heart,  so  always  chloroform 
will  have  its  certain  deaths,  gains  popular  belief. 

But  this  mode  of  reasoning,  I think,  only  engenders  doubt ; 
there  is  an  empirical  knowledge  of  chloroform  that  it  is  quite  allow- 
able to  bring  before  a jury  and  judge.  We  must  remember  that 
chloroform  is  a new  thing.  Our  knowledge  of  chloroform  is  as  yet 
empirical ; that  is,  not  a thing  quackish  in  itself,  as  too  often  set 
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forth,  a word  which  some  instrument-makers  bring  out  of  their 
armoury  when  they  want  to  frighten  men;  not  a thing  even  known 
by  experiment  of  sense  (as  sense  is  fallible),  but  something  general- 
ized from  individual  experience,  as,  for  instance,  a proverb  might 
be.  Thus,  after  carefully  studying  over  ten  thousand  cases  of  chlo- 
roform, and  reading  nearly  all  that  has  been  written  on  it,  one 
comes  to  get  accustomed  to  certain  empirical  facts  that  may  not 
agree  with  the  presupposed  theories  or  popular  notions  from  ex- 
periments on  the  lower  animals.  General  observations,  again, 
drawn  from  particulars  are,  as  Locke  says,  jewels  of  know- 
ledge of  great  store  in  little  room,  let  us  take  care  only  they  are  not 
countei'feit ; and  so  of  chloroform,  we  have  no  need  to  add  to  the 
romance  of  Thackeray  and  the  police  the  doubts  of  men  not  ex- 
perienced in  aneesthetics,  who  would  have  found  this  man  not 
guilty,  with  recommendation  not  to  be  guilty  again;  nor  is  hypothesis 
always  reliable,  as  in  this  instance,  as  to  varicose  veins,  or  nervous 
patients,  narcotized  like  a flash  of  lightning  ! 

The  methyl-ethylic  ether,  as  an  antesthetic,  introduced  during 
the  present  year  as  entirely  superior  to  the  nitrous  oxide,  and  at 
first  represented  by  theory  as  by  far  the  best  of  the  carbo-dydro- 
gen  series,  has  not  fulfilled  the  expectations  of  theory,  and  has 
fallen  out  of  use  before  the  more  common  anassthetics  of  the  chlorine 
series.  I was  severely  cross-examined  by  this  barrister,  who  had 
got  a “ smattering”  of  antesthetics,  as  to  whether  this  young  sur- 
geon may  not  have  used  this  or  some  other  anaesthetic.  It  was  at 
first  expected,  from  hypothesis,  that  it  would  produce  anaesthesia, 
wthout  the  usual  struggling,  occasional  congestion  of  face,  muscular 
twitchings,  etc.,  that  attend  the  “ chlorine  series.”  It  was  stated, 
from  preliminary  supposition,  that  it  would  cause  or  bring  on 
anaesthesia  without  loss  of  consciousness.  Our  medical  societies 
were  pleased  and  dazzled  with  the  new  field  thus  opened  up. 
But,  like  the  laws  of  voltaic  narcotism  or  theory  of  blood  coagu- 
lation being  always  due  to  escape  of  ammonia,  theory  requires 
the  connecting  influence  of  actual  practice.  And  so  I find  my 
friend.  Dr  Bader  of  Guy’s  Hospital,  a most  careful  observer,  re- 
porting that  the  struggle,  congestion  of  the  face,  tmtchings,  were 
mo.st  alarming,  and  as  an  anaesthetic  the  methyl-ethylic  ether  was 
entirely  useless. 

In  my  little  book  on  anaesthetics,  I have  given  references  to  several 
cases  of  alleged  rape  in  dentists’  chairs  where  chloroform  had  been 
actually  given  ; ^ the  women  then,  as  subsequently  discovered,  labour- 
ing under  painful  and  active  menstruation  at  the  time,  but  still  only 
raving.  Twenty  years’  experience  tells  one  that  the  law  of  tolerance 
is  a true  thing ; that  mere  experiments  in  suffocating  animals  are 
d^mtful,  as  only  part  of  the  truth.  We  may  not  repeat  the  mistake 
of  Orfila,  who,  on  testing  the  effect  of  different  foods,  tied  the 
cBsophagus,  and  took  the  nervous  injury  attending  the  latter  for 
pathogenetic  action  of  harmless  articles  of  food.  Twenty  years’ 
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experience  tells  that  accidents  are  most  frequent  in  the  early  stage  : 
reflex  action  excited ; alarm  then  active,  rather  than  in  deep  anajs- 
thesia.  These,  and  many  other  habitudes  of  chloroform,  help  us  on 
our  way  ; but  we  must  avoid  the  deductions  of  merely  smothering 
animals  in  chloroform  vapour  (“syncopal  apnoea”  of  Richardson) . 

Nor  is  ansesthesia  only  deficient  oxidation,  for  nitrous  oxide  pro- 
duces anassthesia  apparently  by  its  excess  of  oxygen  and  dis- 
turbance of  the  normal  function  of  the  gray  matter  of  the  brain. 
A simple  emotion  of  the  mind  may  act  on  the  uterus  or  stomach  as 
to  appetite  ; why  not  by  some  vital  influence,  too,  on  the  heart  half 
under  the  influence  of  chloroform  ? It  is  true,  my  friend  Dr  Gull 
dissuaded  us  from  vital  influences  in  some  “ Harveian”  specula- 
tions ; but  we  thus,  too,  lose  sight  of  emotion,  idiosyncrasy,  higher 
powers  of  mind,  even  disease  itself.  Vaso-motor  influence  has  been 
supposed  to  contract  the  cerebral  capillaries  from  chloroform,  and 
thus  induce  antesthesia.  I rather  doubt  it ; such  influence  may 
perhaps  attend  epileptic  coma  or  common  sleep,  but  not  anesthesia 
from  etlier  or  chloroform. 

The  points  dwelt  on  by  me  in  the  present  trial  were  chiefly  that, 
by  holding  in  her  hand  a Preston  salts  bottle,  even  if  it  contained 
liquid  chloroform,  the  prosecutrix  could  not  be  rendered  insensible 
by  it  in  a moment.  Next,  that  there  would  have  been  an  interval 
of  struggle,  sickness  of  stomach,  inability  to  walk  steadily  for  per- 
haps half  an  hour  after ; whereas  it  was  sworn  she  walked  or 
went  at  once  straight  to  another  surgeon  the  moment  she  left 
the  apartment  of  this  surgeon,  as  she  said,  to  have  herself 
“ righted  ” (this  surgeon  adding  nothing  material  to  the  evidence 
at  all).  Still,  the  jury  had  their  doubts  ; the  girl  alleging  at  one 
moment  she  was  insensible,  but  still  knew  of  the  crime  that  was 
being  committed.  It  struck  me,  if  she  was  insensible  in  a moment, 
the  bottle  would  have  dropped  out  of  her  hand  ; yet  she  stated  that, 
though  partly  insensible,  she  held  the  bottle  all  the  time,  and  shook 
it  up  as  desired.  The  judge  cross-examined  her  minutely  as  to  the 
alleged  crime.  She  had  no  doubt  about  it ; her  sensation  told  her 
it  was  not  a metallic  speculum  in  her  parts  ; this  was  evidently  the 
surgeon’s  finger,  which  it  Avas  admitted  he  had  used  for  one  or  two 
minutes  before  having  recourse  to  the  speculum.  An  architect  was 
employed  to  furnish  the  jury  with  a plan  of  the  house,  the  tAA^o 
rooms,  the  furniture,  etc. ; but  the  jndge  from  the  beginning  seemed 
to  take  the  right  vieAV  of  the  case,  that  chloroform  was  not  used 
at  all.  The  judge’s  “charge”  was  a most  exquisite  piece  of 
reasoning,  and  saved  the  prisoner. 

It  is  chiefly  that  one  may  correct  some  of  these  errors  that  one 
Avould  strive  to  bring  the  experience  of  the  Edinburgh,  or  Dublin, 
or  American  schools  to  bear  on  the  question.  It  is  deployable  that, 
from  the  mere  popular  suspicion  of  a police  constable  or  magistrate, 
added  to  this  hypothesis  of  a barrister  based  on  this  alleged  philo- 
sophic assuming  and  priding  ourselves  on  this  mystery  of  chloroform. 
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tins  ignorance  of  wliat  it  may  or  may  not  do,  that  a young  man 
may  be  eommitted  to  jail,  and  barristers  and  attorneys  tight  a grim 
duel,  as  it  were,  in  the  dark  with  an  advising  ehemist  of  the  poliee 
and  a jury  of  innoeent  tradesmen,  the  prisoner  all  the  while  innoeent, 
but  with  about  equal  ehances  against  him  that  the  jury  will  find 
him  guilty. 

What  praetieal  advantage  is  there  in  telling  a jury  that  you  ean- 
not  distinguish  between  the  syneope  of  ordinary  faintness  and  the 
syneope  of  chloroform  ; that  under  small  doses  of  ehloroform  they 
are  identieal ; that  under  ethylo-methylie  ether  this  young  woman 
could  have  had  her  consciousness  preserved  though  she  would  be 
insensible  to  pain,  which  is  simply  not  true  ; or  that  we  cannot  ex- 
plain chloroform  deaths  at  all  ? 

And  we  have  two  sides  to  this  question,  too  ; we  have  cases,  as 
these  seven  or  eight  instances  of  patients  of  dentists,  where  chloro- 
form was  actually  given  ; but  from  some  easily  conceived  association 
of  the  nisus  or  effi)rt  of  the  uterus  and  ovaries  during  menstrua- 
tion with  the  brain,  the  idea  furnished  to  the  individual  woman  was 
that  of  felonious  assault,  that  possibly  might  not  occur  but  during 
this  condition  of  menstruation. 

These  alleged  cases  of  rape  one  and  all  were  morbid  sensations, 
but  jm'ies  require  much  disquisition  before  they  believe  it  is  so  ; in 
fact,  the  evidence  of  any  person  recently  confused  by  chloroform  as 
to  what  took  place  then,  should  never  be  received  in  a court  of 
justice.  In  the  painful  case  of  poor  Mr  Toynbee,  who  was  found 
dead,  having  inhaled  a mixture  probably  of  chloroform  and  hydro- 
cyanic acid  vapour,  the  case  was  different ; but  the  same  misrepre- 
.sentation  and  popular  fallacies  were  encouraged  in  a portion  of  the 
press,  only  one  side  permitted  to  appear.  Much  anxiety  was  felt 
by  some  neighbours  and  friends  before  the  inquest.  The  question, 
so  painful,  of  an  aural  surgeon  suddenly  taking  prussic  acid  and 
chloroform,  coupled  with  newspaper  headings  of  suicide,  travelled 
over  the  kingdom,  just  as  the  “ Good  Advice  ” in  the  previous 
case,  that  the  surgeon  was  not  guilty,  but  a caution  was  neces- 
sary he  should  never  be  guilty  again,  or  use  chloroform  with 
felonious  intent,  when  the  judge  and  the  jury  had  given  their 
opinion  to  the  contrary  most  emphatically,  that  the  chloroform 
hy|)othesis  was  a pure  delusion  of  the  prosecution. 

Mr  Solly,  who  acted  very  kindly  on  this  occasion  for  the  widow 
and  orphans  of  Mr  Toynbee,  when  the  most  cruel  hints  Avere 
abroad,  called  on  me.  I was  able  to  inform  him  that  it  had  come 
under  my  personal  observation  that  poor  Toynbee  had  been  for 
some  months  trying  experiments  with  chloroform  by  inhalation  in 
small  doses,  to  discover  its  effect  on  the  Eustachian  tube.  I had 
not  at  the  moment  heard  of  the  death,  and  the  inquest  Avas  to  be 
held  in  a few  hours.  It  Avas  a very  painful  scene.  But  the  very 
candid  men  and  scoffers  Averc  there  also.  I Avas  able  to  mention  to 
the  jury  the  name  of  a lady,  a patient  that  I had  taken  to  poor 
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Toynbee  half  a year  before,  witli  what  I conceived  nervous  deaf- 
ness, wishing  liim  to  try  electricity,  which  he  pooh-poohed,  but 
strongly  advised  her  to  try  inhalation  and  internal  use  of  cliloro- 
form,  which  I had  done  with  some  benefit.  I had  a long  interview 
with  him  then,  and  usually  on  meeting  him,  which  I did  pretty 
often  in  Savile  Eow,  used  to  have  a conversation  about  this  lady’s 
case,  and  what  further  new  facts  were  abroad  as  to  anresthetics,  as  to 
which  he  seemed  to  inquire  very  often.  All  this  pretty  well  con- 
vinced both  coroner  and  jury,  though  the  erroneous  idea  of  his 
suddenly  getting  chloroform  and  committing  suicide  was  continued 
in  the  journals  and  newspapers,  helping,  unhappily,  this  confusion 
of  ideas  that  exists  in  the  English  mind  as  to  the  readiness  with 
which  chloroform  acts  and  kills.  Fatty  heart  always  present,  vol- 
taic narcotism  preferable,  or  ethylo-methylic  ether. 

The  body  of  the  deceased  presented  all  the  usual  appearances  of 
one  who  had  accidentally  died  while  inhaling  chloroform.  His  notes 
at  the  side  of  his  couch  showed  he  had  been  studying  its  effects  on  the 
Eustachian  tube ; the  body  was  like  that  of  the  son  of  one  of  the 
surgeons  at  our  chief  hospital,  who  also  died  while  inhaling  chloro- 
form for  agonizing  tic  doloureux.  The  details  of  this  case  given 
at  the  time,  with  the  equally  exact  particulars  of  six  other  cases 
of  coroner’s  inquests  of  a like  kind,  where  I attended  or  had  seen 
the  post-mortem,  have  led  me  to  conclude  that  much  is  to  be  learned, 
much  corrected : as  old  coins  are  curious  to  the  numismatist  rather 
than  for  present  use,  so  these  old  curious  dogmas  as  to  pneumonia 
cured  by  bleeding,  voltaic  narcotism,  phlogiston,  life  being  only 
caloric,  escape  of  ammonia  the  cause  of  loss  of  irritability  in  blood, 
chloroform  death  always  from  fatty  or  diseased  heart,  will  be  kept 
as  relics  rather  than  for  value  or  usefulness ; so  also,  too,  of  the 
popular  notion  of  romances  learned  by  the  innocent  young  woman 
in  the  preceding  case,  that  chloroform  acts  instantaneously  like 
electricity,  for  it  was  painfully  evident  during  the  trial  that  this 
poor  girl  believed  firmly  all  she  alleged,  especially  the  suddenness 
of  the  chloroform  action  on  “ shaking  the  bottle.” 

Nor  must  we  forget  the  incidental  casualties  that  may  be  mis- 
taken for  deaths  from  chloroform.  We  must  not  forget  that,  before 
the  discovery  of  anajsthetics,  occasional  patients  died  suddenly  on 
the  table  from  fright,  while  the  surgeon  was  only  preparing  to 
make  the  first  incision  in  lithotomy,  which,  if  it  had  happened  thus 
under  chloroform,  would  have  been  ascribed  to  that  agent.  Patients, 
too,  may  die  in  a similar  way  from  tearing  of  tendons  in  reducing 
dislocations  or  passing  a catheter,  or  the  sudden  relief  of  a long- 
strangulated  hernia,  either  with  or  without  chloroform.  But  it 
would  be  unwise  to  ascribe  all  the  mischief  to  the  chloroform. 
The  distinction  is  too  fine,  perhaps,  for  juries,  but  the  knowledge 
of  the  fact  in  court  might  benefit  a surgeon  accused  of  malpraxis, 
or  save  the  character  of  chloroform  itself. 

Let  it  be  remembered  that  in  an  English  court  the  accused  can- 
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not  utter  a single  Avord,  tliougli  he  may  be  an  intelligent  surgeon, 
as  in  one  of  these  cases,  and  must  know  what  is  urged  by  a hypo- 
thetic barrister  in  gown  and  wig  is  purely  imaginary.  A witness, 
too,  must  not  speak,  though  I have  heard,  arrectis  aurihus,  a jury- 
man observe  that,  “right  or  left  side  of  the  heart,  it  was  all  the 
same  to  him  ; there  was  diseased  heart — that  was  pretty  plain  ; and 
the  surgeon  should  have  known  it  by  the  pulse,  even  if  it  was  the 
‘right  side,’  ” the  learned  coroner  assenting,  and  leaving  a St  Pan- 
eras  audience  delighted  with  their  own  acuteness,  that  there  was 
malpraxis  after  all,  and  diseased  heart ; the  only  fact  here  being 
that  there  was  a clot  with  great  engorgement  of  the  right  side,  none 
of  the  left,  where  the  pulse  must  have  come  from  ,*  but  nial- 
praxis  was  pronounced.  The  barrister  in  the  other  case,  in  his 
address  to  the  jury,  puzzled  and  dazed  them  with  my  “ accurate 
description,”  as  he  termed  it,  of  the  “ confusion  of  ideas  and  syn- 
cope resulting  from  small  doses  of  chloroform.”  The  affidavits  and 
briefs,  and  “ his  lordship’s  notes,  would  tell  them,”  he  continued, 
that  the  woman  had  had  but  a small  dose,  and  resulting  syncope  or 
confusion,  but  quite  enough,  as  my  book,  too,  admitted,  for  her  to 
know  well  what  was  going  on,  though  antesthetized ! whereas, 
what  I believed  and  said  was,  that  chloroform  had  not  been  used 
at  all,  and  that  any  faintness  was  from  emotion  and  the  speculum. 
But,  of  course,  I could  not  say  a word,  or  I would  be  committed 
for  contempt  of  court,  as  in  the  other  case,  when  1 remarked  that 
the  pulse  came  from  the  left  side  of  the  heart,  not  the  right,  and 
there  was  no  malpraxis.  The  juryman,  a decent  shoemaker,  said 
he  didn’t  care,  “ left  or  right,  he  would  rely  on  the  depositions 
sworn  in  the  case,  and. they  must  be  more  accurate:  left  or  right, 
it  couldn’t  make  much  difference ; it  was  diseased  heart  all  the 
same!”  And  so,  what  with  the  romance  of  Thackeray,  the 
credulity  of  the  police,  and  the  clever  sophistical  reasonings  of 
counsel  and  coroner’s  juries,  one  has  to  keep  his  mind  clear.  I 
think,  in  conclusion,  the  following  five  points  are  deducible  from  an 
increasing  experience  of  chloroform  : — 

1.  Dilatation,  or  rather  engorgement,  of  the  right  side  of  the  heart, 
may  be  calculated  on  if  the  post-mortem  be  made  correctly,  and  the 
patient  may  not  have  died  of  simple  syncope  rather  than  this  apnoea. 

2.  The  chloroform  may  be  recovered  by  distillation  from  the 
blood  and  lung-tissues.  In  this  it  differs,  perhaps,  from  nitrous 
oxide,  now  used  in  thousands  of  cases  of  short  operations  in 
place  of  chloroform. 

3.  Chloroform  acts  slightly  on  the  blood-corpuscles,  they  being 

crenated  at  the  edge,  while  ether  breaks  them  up ; the 
lungs  are,  however,  usually  anajmic  or  pale  under  chloroform. 

4.  Chloroform  is  more  fatal  in  the  struggling  stage,  or  if  there 
be  signs  of  delirium  tremens  present. 

o.  Great  caution  should  be  observed  in  believing  the  confused 
ideas  ot  women  menstruating  at  the  time  of  having  chloroform. 
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The  negative  signs  that  chloroform  has  not  been  used  will  be 
based  on  the  foregoing  considerations  and  others,  as  in  the  previous 
cases,  where  the  patient  has  had  no  sickness  or  straggle,  and  has 
walked  away  at  once  out  of  an  apartment,  quite  collected  and 
clear  in  her  mind.  Chloroform  with  suicidal  intention  is  usually 
taken  in  the  fluid  form,  when  symptoms  of  gastritis  rather  than 
narcotism  are  induced.  A man  in  a London  hospital  tried  to  drink 
four. ounces  of  chloroform,  but  the  stomach-pump  was  soon  set  to 
work — he  recovered;  but  other  patients  have  been  killed  by  as 
many  drachms,  where  the  full  action  of  the  poison  had  supervened. 

I was  consulted  as  to  a very  melancholy  and  important  case  in 
the  country — another  surgeon  found  dead.  The  insurance  office 
refused  to  pay  the  policy,  as  it  was  supposed  he  had  drunk  a large 
poisonous  dose  of  chloroform  ; the  journals,  again  copying  the  news- 
papers, were  most  cruel ; but  from  absence  of  gastro-enteritis,  and 
the  fact  of  both  sides  of  the  heart  being  full  of  blood,  it  was  quite 
clear  a great  injustice  was  done.  But  the  glamour  of  fine  words, 
the  dreamy  fatalism  of  figures,  fatty  heart,  etc.,  again  was  on  the 
side  of  the  insurance  office.  An  utterly  ignorant  discussion  was 
carried  on  in  the  local  country  newspapers,  which  ten  lines  from 
an  authoritative  medical  weekly  would  have  stopped — a discus- 
sion like  that  of  the  St  Pancras  jury  already  referred  to.  But 
the  medical  weekly  most  interested,  taken  up  with  long  articles  on 
cheap  wines,  earth-closets,  voltaic  narcotism,  etc.,  just  at  that  time 
as  with  “'good  advice  ” now,  only  added  to  the  cpnfusion,  so  that 
really  one  can  partly  understand  or  excuse  the  sad  scene  and  ignor- 
ance of  the  jury,  police,  and  coroners  in  the  various  cases  the 
subject  of  this  I fear  tedious  communication.  It  is  well,  however, 
to  smile  occasionally  at  folly.  “ He  is  a deal  too  fair,”  said  one  of 
a jury  of  this  kind  once  of  an  able  chief-justice ; and  so  of  the  men 
who  would  have  found  this  surgeon  or  the  other  guilty  though 
innocent. 
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